Human labor power can be transformed into a commodity in different ways. Two of the most important forms are chattel slavery and wage labor. As I argued in the previous chapter, both modes of exploitation are fundamentally compatible with capitalism. In some cases, capital prefers slavery; in other cases wage labor. There is no good theoretical reason for treating the one mode of exploitation as the 'true' capitalist form, and the other as just an anomalous (though perhaps historically necessary) variation.
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The real question is rather why in some epochs and in some geographic areas, wage labor became predominant, while in other epochs and areas it was 1 Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour. The resistance of orthodox Marxism against the idea that slavery is a 'normal' form of commodifi cation is a direct consequence of the presumption that the contradiction between capital and wage labor is the most essential characteristic of capitalism. Contrary to this viewpoint, I follow those authors who give the value form, and not class contradictions, central place in their analysis of capitalism. The contradiction between capital and "free" wage earners is in that perspective nothing other than a confl ict between different groups of commodity owners. See Kurz and Lohoff, "Der Klassenkampf-Fetisch"; Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination. The orthodox class-analysis approach tends to become tautological rather quickly, i.e. it makes true by defi nition precisely that which needs to be investigated and explained. A striking example is offered by W.G. Runciman, who states the following defi nition: "By 'capitalism' I mean a mode of production in which formally free labour is recruited for regular employment by ongoing enterprises competing in the market for profi t." So far, so good. But then he also argues: "However diffi cult it may be to say precisely when the transition to a capitalist mode of production occurs in any given society, it is only complete when it can be agreed by observers of all theoretical persuasions that formally free wage labour is dominant in the economy as a whole." -Runciman, " 'Triumph' of Capitalism," pp. 33-4. not. To fi nd an answer this question, however, we have to reach back into the depths of historical time.
Origins
Moses Finley, a wellknown historian of Antiquity, has defended the thesis that the institution of wage labor was a "sophisticated latecomer," because it involved two diffi cult conceptual steps:
First it requires the abstraction of a man's labour from both his person and the product of his work. When one purchases an object from an independent craftsman, whether he is free or a slave with a peculium, one has not bought his labour but the object, which he had produced in his own time and under his own conditions of work. But when one hires labour, one purchases an abstraction, labour power, which the purchaser then uses at a time and under conditions which he, the purchaser, not the 'owner' of the labour power, determines (and for which he normally pays after he has consumed it). Second, the wage labour system requires the establishment of a method of measuring the labour one has purchased, for purposes of payment, commonly by introducing a second abstraction, labour-time.
We should not underestimate the magnitude, speaking socially rather than intellectually, of these two conceptual steps; even the Roman jurists found them diffi cult.
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This interpretation is empirically diffi cult to sustain -among other things because, in the Antique period, the wage laborer was regarded as a "hireling" who did not so much "hire out" (or, if one prefers, temporarily sell) his labor power, but who placed himself temporarily with his whole person in a dependent position. 3 The idea of wage labor as a form of personal hire is impressed upon us by the ancient sources. Take, for example, the Greek misthós (wage, soldier's pay) 4 that via its Indo-European root mizdho-is related
